
Health reform divides lawmakers - OCRegister

Abraham's Lincoln's "a house divided against itself cannot stand" quote comes to mind after this
week's back and forth in the health reform debate.      On the one hand Republicans and
Democrats are worlds apart on this issue, which is to be expected. But there's also a fissure
among Democrats, one that Orange County Rep. Loretta Sanchez is in the middle of.  

Sanchez is a member of the Blue Dog Coalition, a group of moderate to conservative
Democrats who look at issues mainly through a financial prism.

  

"We're worried about the price tag on this thing,'' Sanchez told me the other day after the Blue
Dogs met with Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius.

  

Sanchez, D-Garden Grove, said the meeting was held mainly so members could give Sebelius
a message for President Obama: find a way to cut health care costs.

  

In the past, the Blue Dogs have often threatened to hold up pieces of legislation because they
cost too much. But usually the Democratic leadership has been able to pick off enough Blue
Dogs to vote yes and get its bills passed.

  

The bail-out and stimulus package is an example. Sanchez was a no vote up until the very
moment Speaker Nancy Pelosi was holding up the gavel to end the vote and she changed to
yes. She said at the time she had to weigh the costs with the fact that so many of her 47th
District constituents were out of work. In the end, she decided to give the bill a chance.

  

She could well be in the same situation this time.

  

Sanchez's staff has been talking regularly to a health care task force they organized to get
opinions on health reform from her district. Sanchez's central Orange County District is likely the
one with the most uninsured people and she has been hearing loud and clear from those
constituents that something has to be done. Even though premiums are increasing, people with
insurance are finding it's not enough to cover their health care costs.

  

What Sanchez is grappling with, she says, is that even if 20 million new people are added to the
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health insurance rolls it won't mean much if health care costs aren't brought under control.

  

Obama himself has been harping on the need to control costs. But Sanchez is skeptical about
the administration's belief that much of the cost containment can come from within the system.

  

She says for years we've been hearing about all the savings that are possible from "waste,
fraud and abuse.'' But past efforts to get at those problems haven't done much to curb costs.

  

Sanchez and other Blue Dog members would like to see this whole process slowed down a bit.
The health care bill was supposed to be released Friday by House leaders. Now that's been
postponed until early next week, in large measure because of the discontent within Democratic
ranks.

  

Rep. John Campbell, R-Irvine, likes what he hears about the Blue Dogs wanting to
control costs. But he's leery about them sticking to their guns and following through on
threats to vote no if the bill doesn't contain enough costs.

  

At her weekly briefing on Thursday, Pelosi said she's told the lawmakers drafting the health
reform bill to wring out every bit of savings possible from the system, a statement seen as a sop
to the Blue Dog segment of the Democratic caucus.

  

What divides Democrats and Republicans the most on this issue is how much government
involvement there should be in our health care.

  

Campbell fears a Medicare-for-all system which he says is bound to lead to lower quality
health care. He says seniors only get good care from that system now because the rest
of us subsidize it. If virtually everyone belongs to a public program, he and the GOP
leaders say, we'll end up with a second-rate system.

  

Sanchez says the folks who work with those getting Cal Optima - a plan for low income patients

 2 / 4



Health reform divides lawmakers - OCRegister

- and those who work with the uninsured have told her they believe a public option has to be
part of any reform.

  

The focus in the debate is likely to be in the House in the next few weeks as Pelosi tries to get a
bill passed before lawmakers go home for the month of August. But the real battle will be in the
Senate. There, the rules will allow debate to go on much longer and 60 votes will likely be
needed to pass anything, no easy task.

  

Despite all the roadblocks and skepticism surrounding the health care issue, there is a different
atmosphere and tone in this town now compared with the debate in 1993 when then First Lady
Hillary Clinton was leading the charge on health reform.

  

Tangible examples of the more serious tone are the two deals the administration worked out
with some important stakeholders in the past couple of weeks. First we had the pharmaceutical
industry promise $80 billion in savings over the next 10 years and then the hospitals said they
know how they can save $180 billion.

  

There's still a pretty big gap between that $260 billion and the more than $1 trillion the plans on
the table now are expected to cost.

  

But 16 years ago when we were talking about health reform, the health industry was spending
money on ads trying to derail Hillary's plans instead of saying how they could cut their costs.

  

Campbell says the GOP knows it probably can't stop something from happening. At this
point, he said, they would consider it a victory if they can keep Congress from creating a
new government-run health plan. The best he believes his side can hope for is a bill that
includes mandates on employers and individuals to have health insurance but that
continues the current system that is rooted in private insurance plans.

  

Sanchez and her Blue Dog colleagues are still holding out for cost containment first.
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We'll be watching.
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